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THE SECOND COMMANDMENT 
BY A. J. WENSINCK 


The second commandment of the decalogue consists of 
two distinct prohibitions; the former refers to the making 
of images, the latter to their adoration. It is not my intention 
to inquire in how far Christian theory and practice have 
shaken off the fetters of these prohibitions’). Yet I must say 
that I am under the impression that modern exegesis has 
been influenced to a certain extent by the common expla- 
nation of the commandment and that in consequence thereof 
it has neglected to ask what Semitic religious thought has 
to say on the subject. Still it is to be expected that the 
intention of the lawgiver will be found here rather than in 
Christian practice. 

The explanations of the prohibition of images to be found 
in the commentaries are not lengthy. One of the most explicit 
is that by C. F. Keil who gives the following passage”): ,,Dass 
iibrigens in v. 4 f. die Anfertigung nicht von Bildern iiber- 
haupt, sondern nur von Bildern Gottes als Objecten religidéser 
Verehrung oder Anbetung verboten wird, das lehrt nicht 
nur der Zusammenhang, sondern das wird auch v. 5 aus- 
driicklich angegeben, so dass selbst Calv. bemerkt: ,,Quod 
stulte quidam putarunt hic damnari sculpturas et picturas 
quaslibet, refutatione non indiget’’. 

According to this opinion the prohibition to make images 
would not have possessed any meaning of its own. The 


1) Cf. e. g. The Catholic Encyclopaedia, s. v. Images: We note in the 
first place that the First Commandment (except in asmuch as it forbids 
adoration and service of images) does not affect us at all. 

*) Biblischer Commentar tiber die Biicher Mosis. (Leipzig 1861), p. 458. 
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opinion is advocated by the fact that there were images in 
the temple of Jerusalem. It seems to me that this unques- 
tionable fact has not the slightest importance for the subject 
we are dealing. with. It is well known that the temple was 
not a work of art inspired by Israelitic religious thought and 
that up to Josiah's time it contained several objects, amongst 
them the image of the nehushtan, by which the feelings of true 
Yahwists were hurted. Nay, even the Synagogues in Galilee, 
which were built in the second century A. D. when the 
prohibition of images was in full vigour, were adorned with 
human and animal images (see Kohl and Watzinger, Antzke 
Synagogen in Galilaea, p. 184—203). So we must reject this 
argument and, starting from the verdict against all images 
representing any being in heaven, earth and waters, ask anew: 
Are there, in Semitic religious thought, feelings akin to this 
prohibition ? 


A plain answer on this question is given in Muhammadan 
theology which has incorporated both prohibitions into its 
religious code’). Here the making of images is prohibited, 
not in the first place because their adoration would be a 
consequence thereof, but for a different reason. Whosoever 
studies the chapter on the creation in Bukhari’s collection 
of traditions, will be struck by the fact that in this connec- 
tion the prohibition of images is dealt with. Yet there is 
éood reason for this association in Muhammadan theology. 
The standard tradition on the subject says that on the Day 
of Resurrection Allah will rebuke the makers of images 
with the words: Give now life to what ye have created *). 


1) Cf. Snouck Hurgronje, Kusajr ‘Amra und das Bilderverbot (Z. D. 
M. G. LXI, 186—191; Verspr. Geschriften, II, 449 sqq.); Th. W. 
Juynboll, Handbuch des islamischen Gesetzes, p. 166 sq.; Handleiding 
tot de kennis van de Mohammedaansche Wet (Leiden 1925), p. 157 sq. 

2) Bukhari, Bad’al-Khalk, b. 67; Nikah, by sos Tawhid, b. 56: cf. 
Ta bir, b. 45; Muslim, Libas, trad. 96 ete. 
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Here the making of images is considered as an imitation 
of Allah’s creative function. This is expressly said in an 
other classical tradition: Those who will be punished by 
Allah with the severest punishment on the Day of Resurrec- 
tion, are those who imitate Allah’s creative function by trying 
to produce an equivalent of it’). 

The terminology of the Koran shows that this association 
of ideas was not an invention of traditionists. The verb used 
for the making of images is sawwara. In the Koran this verb 
denotes, side by side with khalaka and bara’a, Allah’s cre- 
ative power’). . 

Muhammadan law takes the same position. Although, in 
some cases, the use of objects adorned with images is allowed, 
yet the verdict against the making of these images, retains 
its full vigour*). The doctors of the law have no scruples 
towards images of e.g. trees or camels’ saddles‘). Conse- 
quently, according to them, the making of such images is not an 
imitation of Allah’s creative function. Why not ? They answer: 
Because in a tree or a camel’s saddle there is no rah°) 
(spirit or breath). This argument is based on the conception 
that the creation consists of two actions: making the 
mould and giving life to it by blowing breath into its nostrils. 
Starting from this conception they have imagined how Allah, 
on the Day of Resurrection, will say to those who have 
made the moulds: Now you have to do the other half of 
the work °). 


4 Ahmad b. Hanbal, Musnad, vi. 36. 
*) Sura 59, 24: Huwa'allahu ’I- khalik, al-bari ’al musawwir. Sura 64, 


A iE Khalaka 'I-samawati wa’l- arda wa sawwarakum. 

°*) Nawawi apud Muslim iv. 443. 

‘) Nawawi, /.c. 

*) Nawawi iv. 447 ult. cf.; also Bukhari, Buyu, b. 104. 

") Cf. Nawawi iv. 447: Who in this world has made an image, is 
charged with blowing the ruh into it on the Day of Resurrection. 
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The Muhammadan prohibition of images does not cover 
so wide a field as that of the Old Testament. Such a 
limitation is not new. It concords exactly with the Jewish 
ideas. We have evidence for it in the coins of the Maccabees 
and Bar Kochba; they show several objects and plants, no 
human or animal images. In the second place we have the 
testimony of Josephus in several instances of which the two 
following may be mentioned. Josephus persuades the inha- 
bitants of Tiberias to demolish a palace built there by 
Herod, because it contained images of living beings, ‘which 
are prohibited by law’'). Speaking of the eagle which Herod 
had attached to one of the gates of the temple in Jerusalem, 
he says: It is unlawful to make in the temple statues or 
counterfeits or images of any living being 2). 

It cannot be doubted a moment that the Muhammadan 
limitation of the prohibition has been borrowed from the 
Jews’). Is it not very probable that also their grounds for 
the limitation as well as for the prohibition itself were borrow- 
ed from them? I think yes. 

The conception of the making of images as a kind of creation 
is connected with the idea that an image is not something 
apart from the being counterfeited, but a kind of double. 
This is not concluded from the facts mentioned above, but 
it is well known to every student of the history of religions. 


!) Schiirer has misunderstood the word Q@ov which Josephus uses, 
Vita, § 12, as he takes it in the sense of animal images only (Ge- 
schichte des jtidischen Volkes, 4th ed., Il., 65, note 169. 

2) Bellum Jud., 1, 33, 2. Cf. Ant., XVII, 6, 2. 

‘) Later Jewish views are to be found in the treatise ‘Aboda Zara and in 
Shulhan ‘Aruk, Yore Dea, § 141 sqq. It is worth while to observe that 
the questions discussed here are to a large part the same as those 
which are to be found in the Muhammadan books of law. Here as 
well as there the use of objects adorned with images is allowed or prohi- 
bited in connection with the question whether they are used in an 


honorific or in a contemptful way. 
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Whosoever has read the Romance of Alexander will remember 
the description of how the Egyptian king Nectanebos endea- 
yours to turn the enemy out of his country by making models 
of ships and warriors, placing them in a basin filled with 
water and pronouncing over them certain formulas. 

Further I refer to the material alleged by Chauvin '), which 
culminates in the refusal of inhabitants of Eastern countries 
to have their portrait made, not on account of religious 
scruples, but because they felt this as the taking away of a 
part of their own person. 

In the third place I remind of the Babylonian custom to 
make new images of the gods before the New-Year’s Festival 
on which the creation and the renewal of all things were 
celebrated *). 


All this makes it probable that in Israel the making of 
images was not considered as something. indifferent in itself, 
though a pure monotheist like Deuteroisaiah speaks of it in 
a scurrilous way only. In this range of ideas it is to be 
remembered that anything like a usurpation of divine rights 
was reckoned among the heaviest sins. The king of Tyre is 
profligated because he exalted himself and became a god in 
his own eyes”). The fall of the king of Babel is compared 
with the fall of Helal (Lucifer) who intended to establish his 
throne above the stars and to become as God 4). Majesty, 
gaon, is only becoming to God, also according to the Muham- 
madan opinion: the only Djabbar who does not usurp this 
title is Allah. 

With a view to this material we have to consider the 


'! Annales de I’ Académie d’archéologie de Belgique, 4e série, 1X, 426 sqq. 

2) Zimmern, Zum Babylonischen Neujahrfest in Berichte tiber die 
Verhandlungen d. sachs. Ges. d. Wiss. zu Leipzig, LVIII, 49 sq. 

*) Hes. 28. 

4) Isaiah 14, 13 sq. 
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prohibition of images in the Old Testament itself. In doing this 
I start from a conception of the chronological order of several 
portions of the law which is quite independent from the 
subject of the present paper. I need not defend it here, for 
one thing because this would take us too long, for another 
because this supposed chronological order is nota particular 
view of mine, but has been forwarded by other inquirers. 
According to this opinion the so called words of the covenant 
in Exodus 20, 23 and 34 belong to the oldest portions of the law, 
the decalogue on the other hand, to Deuteronomic literature; 
a middle place is occupied by the laws of holiness (Lev. 
17—26). 

I mention these three codes because each of them has 
to say something on the adoration of images. But there are 
noteworthy differences. 

The oldest code prohibits images of gold or silver, resp. 
of fount work (Ex. 20, 23; cf. 34, 17). Lev. 26, | prohibits 
all images with a view to their being adored. Ex. 20, 4 and 
Deut. 5, 8 sq. prohibit in the first place the making of images, 
in the second place their adoration. The chronological 
order apparently corresponds to an inner one: the prohibition 
covers a wider field in the laws of holiness than it does in 
the words of the covenant, and a still wider one in the 
decalogue. This increasing tendency becomes altogether clear 
if the prohibition is viewed in the light of the ideas men- 
tioned above. If the making of images is really a kind of 
usurpation of the divine creative function, its prohibition 
must have corresponded to the idea of Yahwe’s unique claim 
on the title of Creator which becomes more prominent exactly 
in the age of Deuteronomy; it culminates in Deuteroisaiah; 
he hands it down to Judaism as an everlasting inheritance. 


Finally we have to ask whether our exegesis of the second 
commandment is exclusively based on the ideas of the 
Israelites, Jews and Muslims concerning images, or whether 
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it is laid near by the wording of the texts also. As a 
matter of fact Ex. 20, 4 prohibits the making of images of 
any being in heaven, earth or waters, in such a form that 
there can hardly be imagined a more prohibitive redaction. 
Verse 5 adds a second prohibition, that of adoring these 
images. It is precisely from the latter verse that Christian 
exegesis, even that of modern times, has concluded that 
only those images were prohibited. which were made for 
worship‘). It seems to me that this exegesis makes use of 
the short redaction of the Ten Commandments to explain 
the chief prohibition for a large part away. If it had been 
the lawgiver’s intention to promulgate such a limited prohi- 
bition, he could have made use of the redaction of Lev. 
26, 1, which is perfectly plain. He has, however laid all 
emphasis on the prohibition to make any image. He should, 
indeed, have prohibited in verse 5 the adoration of those 
images which were liable to be adored. He has neglected 
to add such a formula, probably because he deemed this 
superfluous; he knew the spirit of those-to whom he spoke. 
It seems to me that this spirit was understood by his 
spiritual posterity among the Jews and Muhammadans, rather 
than by modern exeégetes. 


') Cf. e. g. E. Konig, Das Deuteronomium: Nur die Herstellung von 
solchen plastischen Darstellungen ist verboten, die als Kultusobjekte 
dienen sollten. 


165 


TO RENEW CALL 


DATE DUE 472-3900 


HIGHSMITH 45-220 


0.S.U. LIBRARIES 


N°. 


N®, 


” 


WZ 


MEDEDEELINGEN 


DER KONINKLIJKE AKADEMIE VAN WETENSCHAPPEN 


TE AMSTERDAM, AFDEELING LETTERKUNDE 


RUBRIEK A: LETTEREN, WIJSBEGEERTE, GODGELEERDHEID 


DEEL 53 (1922) 


TJ. DE BOER, De ,,Medicina Mentis” van den arts R@zt....... 
K. KUIPER, Over de jongst-ontdekte fragmenien van den sophist Antiphon 
J. J. SALVERDA DE GRAVE, Over de beklemtoonde klinker in 
amour en. enkele andere woorden oc 0 4c eo ce 4g oe tlie ee es 
H. VAN GELDER, Jets over Grieksche eigennamen........4.- 
J. HUIZINGA, Een schakel in de ontwikkeling van den term Middeleeuwen? 
A. J. WENSINCK, The oriental doctrine of the martyrs. ....... 
PH. S. VAN RONKEL, Maleische litteratuur van verren oorsprong 
N. VAN WIJK, De plaats van PuSkin in de letterkunde........ 
K. KUIPER, Over de ,,Smeekelingen” van Euripides. .......... 
J. J. A. A. FRANTZEN, Over Middeleeuwsche school- en volkspoézie 
J. J. SALVERDA DE GRAVE, Strofen in ,,Gormont et Isembart’’ 
A. J. WENSINCK, Over een plan tot ontginning der Arabische traditie- 


MOM ALNOP ISS S papa aee co en tah SP ee 


Sb - 6. 8“). 2 e768 


Pee It VG, OHOELS 4 ROSRAU 22. G8 ob tek, So ee. 


DEEL 55 (1923) 


B. FADDEGON, De interpretatie der Ka@thaka-Upanisad. .. . 
J. H. KERN, De taalvormen van ’t Middelengelse pedichi Havelok. . . 
N. VAN WIJK, Taalkundige’ en historiese gegevens betrefiende de oudste 

betrekkingen tussen Serven en Bulgaren 


A. J. WENSINCK, New data concerning Syriac mystic literature. . 


” 


3 


33 


” 


eee 


. £ 0.30 


0.30 


0.30 
0.40 


N°. 


mye = /diae ZOU GM 


C. C. UHLENBECK, Over een mogelijke verwantschap van het Baskisch 


mei de Palaeo- Noubasschs talen.. 


* DEEL 57 (1924) 


J. J. SALVERDA DE GRAVE, Turoldus >... . nee f 0.30 


C. W. VOLLGRAFFP, "Eppes eg yur’ Exerov (Over den oorsprong 
der dionysische MY SENIOU Ie sie ko an. wee ae UO a ee », 0.40 
J. P. B. DE JOSSELIN DE JONG, Het Negerhollandsch van St. ce 
Thomas en St. Jan 2200s Bea ee ee ee » 0.30 
W. CALAND, ee Liegenbalg’s ,,Malabarisches Heidenthum”’. .... , 0.30 
H. PERNOT, Roneriaes sur les Euangilés Soa tn a eee hat 4, 0.30 
J. VURTHEIM, Europa ns. ot sein a as, Oa Cee ee ,», 0.30 


DEEL 59 (1925) 


J. J. G. VURTHEIM, Rhadamanthys, Ilithyia, Elysion......... f 0.30 
J. VAN GINNEKEN, De oorzaken der taalveranderingen ....... yi) 0-00 
F. M. TH. BOHL, Volksetymologie en woordspeling in de Genesis-verhalen ,, 0.30 
N. VAN WIJK, Zur Komposstion des altkirchenslavischen Codex 


Suprastiensts: oes aaa ee cok ed eee ee », 0.50 
D. PLOOIJ, De Commentaar van Zacharias Chrysopolitanus op het 
Diatessar ots 05 6 Oa An a eae ee oe te eee », 0.30 


A. J. WENSINCK, The Second Commandment ........4+44.. ,, 0.30 


